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Facing History and Ourselves is a nonprofit educational organization whose mission is to engage stu-

dents of diverse backgrounds in an examination of racism, prejudice, and antisemitism in order to pro-

mote a more humane and informed citizenry. As the name Facing History and Ourselves implies, the

organization helps teachers and their students make the essential connections between history and the

moral choices they confront in their own lives by examining the development and lessons of the

Holocaust and other examples of genocide. It is a study that helps young people think critically about

their own behavior and the effect that their actions have on their community, nation, and the world. It

is based on the belief that no classroom should exist in isolation. Facing History programs and materi-

als involve the entire community: students, parents, teachers, civic leaders, and other citizens. 

Founded in 1976 in Brookline, Massachusetts, Facing History has evolved from an innovative course

taught in local middle schools to an international organization that serves communities throughout the

United States and abroad. Through the work of over 100 staff members at the headquarters in Greater

Boston and regional offices in Chicago, Cleveland, Los Angeles, Memphis, New York, the San Francisco

Bay Area, and Switzerland, more than 19,000 educators around the world have participated in a Facing

History workshop or institute. Each year, those teachers reach an estimated 1.5 million middle and high

school students. Facing History is also constantly expanding its reach through technology, and bringing

important lessons about the dangers of prejudice and the power of civic participation to more and more

educators and students globally. 
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In 1939, just before the invasion of Poland, Adolf Hitler told his generals: 

The aim of war is not to reach definite lines but to annihilate the enemy physically. It is by this means

that we shall obtain the vital living space that we need. Who today still speaks of the massacre of the

Armenians?I

He was referring to the systematic murder of the Armenians by Turkish leaders of the Ottoman Empire

during World War I. In May 1915, in the midst of the war, Britain, Russia, and France warned that those

leaders would be held accountable for “crimes against humanity and civilization” if the massacres con-

tinued. The Turks ignored the warning. In July, Henry Morgenthau, the U.S. ambassador to the Ottoman

Empire, begged the State Department to take action against what he called the “race murder” of the

Armenians. Instead, the nation chose to remain neutral. 

Henry Sturmer, a journalist for the German newspaper Kolnische Zeitung, was also outraged by the mur-

ders. He wanted Germany to use its influence as an ally of the Ottoman Empire to stop the systematic

extermination of the Armenians. When they failed to do so, he wrote: 

The mixture of cowardice, lack of conscience, and lack of foresight of which our government has been

guilty in Armenian affairs is quite enough to undermine completely the political loyalty of any think-

ing man who has any regard for humanity and civilization.II

Hitler learned a lesson from the world’s response to the mass murder of the Armenians. So did many

Jews. Michel Mazor, a survivor of the Warsaw Ghetto, recalled: “During the terrible days of July and

August 1942, we often spoke of the fate of the Armenians by the Turks in 1915.” He wondered if “the

gas chambers and crematoria of Auschwitz and Treblinka” would have come into being if “at the end of

the First World War, a ‘Nuremberg Tribunal’ had convened at Istanbul.” 

When Raphael Lemkin, a young Polish Jew, learned about the massacre of the Armenians, he asked a

law professor why no one had indicted the perpetrators for murder. The professor explained that there

was no law under which they could be tried. In 1944, Lemkin coined the word genocide to describe the

mass murder of a people and wrote a law that would make genocide a crime without borders. After

World War II and the founding of the United Nations, it became part of international law. 

The story of the Armenian Genocide and its legacies is told in Facing History’s newest resource book,

Crimes Against Humanity and Civilization: The Genocide of the Armenians. It is a history that is as relevant

today as it was in the 1940s. It raises important questions about our own responsibilities as individuals
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and as members of groups and nations to those beyond our borders. 

These questions have long been central to the work of Facing History and Ourselves. Soon after the

founding of the organization in 1976, Manoog Young of the National Association of Armenian Studies

and Research approached us with the idea of creating a study guide on the Armenian Genocide as a com-

panion to Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior. He and others in the Armenian

community were eager to tell the story of what was then a “forgotten genocide.” The booklet marked the

beginning of our work with the history of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. 

Our long association with Richard Hovannisian, professor of Near Eastern Studies at the University of

California at Los Angeles and now a member of the Facing History and Ourselves Board of Scholars,

heightened our awareness of the genocide and its legacies. At our workshops and institutes, he

describes how the failure to bring the perpetrators to justice and Turkey’s evolving denials of the mas-

sacre have complicated our understanding of not only genocide but also guilt and responsibility. 

We could not have produced Crimes Against Humanity and Civilization: The Genocide of the Armenians

without the support of Richard Hovannisian. We are deeply appreciative of his friendship, aid, and assis-

tance. We are also grateful to Carol Mugar for the grant to this project that funded our research, and to

scholars Peter Balakian and Henry Theriault for their guidance and advice in creating this valuable

resource. Special thanks to Thomas and Lisa Blumenthal, whose generous grant supports the printing of

the book and its dissemination to educators. Facing History and Ourselves would also like to acknowl-

edge the efforts of Senior Program Associate Mary Johnson in creating the first drafts of the book; Adam

Strom who researched, wrote, and edited the final manuscript; Marc Skvirsky and Margot Stern Strom

for their leadership; Sandy Smith-Garcés who designed the book; Chris Stokes and Cynthia Platt for

helping to turn this manuscript into a book, as well as Karen Lempert, Sarah Gray, Melinda Jones-

Rhoades, and Tracy O’Brien for their work in the library overseeing permissions requests. 
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